University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

12-18-1998

U.N. Awards Brazil Human Rights Prize, but
Violations Still Evident
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "U.N. Awards Brazil Human Rights Prize, but Violations Still Evident." (1998). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
notisur/12587

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 54478
ISSN: 1060-4189

U.N. Awards Brazil Human Rights Prize, but Violations Still
Evident
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Brazil
Published: 1998-12-18
The UN in December honored Jose Gregori, head of Brazil's National Human Rights Secretariat,
in recognition of gains the country has made in human rights. However, the acquittal of the police
accused of the massacre of 21 people in a favela in Rio de Janeiro in 1993 was an indication that
impunity is still a concern. For decades, Brazil has been criticized for human rights abuses first
for torture and murder during the 1964-85 military dictatorship and later for police violence and
massacres of prisoners, street children, indigenous people, and landless campesinos.
Publicity surrounding the gunning down of 11 prisoners in a Sao Paulo prison in 1992, a 1996
massacre of 19 landless campesinos in Eldorado de Carajas in northern Brazil, and the killings of
street children in Rio de Janeiro all carried out by police severely damaged Brazil's reputation.
Gregori is the first Brazilian to receive the UN human rights award, which recognized his work as
well as the progress made by the country. Gregori has headed the government human rights office
since its creation in March 1997 and is the chief architect of the government's human rights policy.
The policy covers activities by various government entities, ministries, the judicial system, local
governments, and the armed forces. Carlos Alberto Idoeta, former president of the Brazilian chapter
of Amnesty International, said Gregori's program "in which activists and society participate, is well
designed, and shows a promising future, even though its application is not moving forward at the
speed we would like." He said the award also recognized Gregori's leadership, "his perseverance,
and personal commitment."
James Cavallaro, director of the US-based Human Rights Watch (HRW), said the award "is more a
recognition of the person, his past struggle, than of the Secretariat." Cavallaro said the Secretariat
has few resources and several bills to give it the authority to tackle human rights violations are
bogged down in Congress. Despite criticisms in HRW's latest report, especially of prison conditions,
Cavallaro acknowledged Brazil's progress in reducing modern-day slavery and child labor and in
measures to curb police violence.
Following his award from the UN, Gregori was honored by President Fernando Henrique Cardoso
for his work against social violence and injustice by armed authorities. The president said Gregori
will have the rank of "Special Minister" during Cardoso's second term, which begins Jan. 1. Gregori
said the president wants to show Brazilians the importance the government places on human rights.

Ten police acquitted of favela massacre
On Nov. 28, a criminal court in Rio de Janeiro acquitted 10 police accused of taking part in the killing
of 21 people gunned down in one of Brazil's bloodiest episodes. About 20 hooded assailants dressed
in black opened fire on the residents of Vigario Geral favela in August 1993. Among the victims,
some of whom were killed while they slept, were two children and eight members of one family.
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Evidence presented by the prosecution included statements from an ex-police informant and taped
conversations of police held in jail allegedly incriminating individual officers of taking part in the
killings.
The police on trial, who had pleaded not guilty, testified they were elsewhere at the time of the
killings and had not been directly involved. "It's a huge disappointment for the families and a
setback for human rights in Brazil," said Julia Rochester, a member of Amnesty International's Brazil
research team. "It does appear to have been a vindication from the point of view of people in Rio
who have advocated violent policing methods...and reflects a general attitude that killing as a police
policy is actually acceptable."
The trial of the ten began last April, but was suspended within days. Rio de Janeiro State Court
Judge Jose Geraldo Antonio ordered the suspension after disqualifying a key prosecution witness
who had talked about the case with a court official, news reports said. The trial resumed in
November. The acquittal was greeted by cheers from the police and disbelief from victims' relatives.
Prosecutors planned an immediate appeal.
Human rights groups had said convictions would have been a step toward correcting Brazil's record
of letting police brutality go unpunished. "Politically and morally there is no doubt that those
people should have been convicted," said human rights lawyer Elisabeth Sussekind. "This type of
decision reinforces impunity. I'm extremely disappointed, after so many years and various delaying
tactics...the lawyers managed to create confusion and get a result which is absolutely absurd."
The massacre is widely thought to have been retaliation for the deaths of four policemen killed the
previous night by alleged drug traffickers in the favela, located north of Rio's center. Two of the 52
police originally charged with the murders were convicted in separate trials last year, receiving 449and 441-year sentences. Charges against six others were dropped for lack of evidence. No trial date
has been set for the other suspects.
Meanwhile, last Oct. 9, a Rio judge found the state responsible in part for the Vigario Geral
massacre. After a four-year legal process, Judge Luis Felipe de Silva Haddad found the state
government responsible, saying that, although the police carried out the crime while off-duty and
not in uniform, they were acting as government agents. The judge ordered the government to pay
US$55,000 and a monthly pension of about US$60 until 2019 to Dora de Souza Santos, mother of one
victim.
A similar payment was ordered, plus a pension until 2014, to the wife and daughter of another
victim. The judge said the state was responsible both in commission, because the perpetrators
were public functionaries, and in omission, because the favela lacked even minimal public security.
(Sources: Reuters, 04/19/98, 11/28/98, 11/30/98; Inter Press Service, 12/08/98; Spanish news service
EFE, 04/15/98, 10/09/98, 12/09/98)
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